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Abstract 

This study investigates the translation of song lyrics and presents an analysis of 

translation outcomes. While the majority of previous studies regarding song 

translation focuses on the translation of lyrics from musicals and operas, this study 

focuses on the translation of popular song lyrics. The lyrics of eight German songs 

and their English versions were analysed using the approximation approach (Franzon 

2009) which divides smaller textual units into the categories paraphrase, metaphrase 

and addition. The target texts (henceforth TT) were also categorised according to 

Peter Low’s (2013) song translation categories, translation, adaptation and 

replacement text. The aim of this study is to determine to what degree the meaning of 

the source texts (henceforth ST) is transferred into the TTs and to determine how 

Franzon’s approximation approach can be used to determine if the TTs are 

translations, adaptations, or replacement texts. This study found that all TTs were 

mostly made up of paraphrases and metaphrases, which means that all TT derived to 

most parts directly from the STs i.e. the TT was written using mostly direct and 

oblique translations. Due to the low frequency of additions and all significant details 

of the STs being transferred into the TTs, all song translations analysed in this study 

were categorised as translations. 
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1 Introduction 

Music has always been part of human cultures and is a great tool for sharing 

experiences and feelings with others. As such, songs and music are not only used for 

communication amidst one’s own culture, but they are also used as a tool for 

communicating with cultures outside their own and thus songs will on occasion be 

taken over language borders to be performed for people who might not understand 

the lyrics of the songs. This has led many performers to translate or ask for their songs 

to be translated into the language of the recipient culture. However, the act of 

translation, is when it comes to songs not as straight forward as with literary texts 

since songs are complex poetic pieces which incorporate many non- semantic 

variables such as rhymes, rhythms and singability. A strict word- for- word or close 

translation of any song will most often end in a unsingable piece which will not fit 

the original music. The strict constraints put on the translator by the non-semantic 

variables, make a translation approach that focuses on the function of the translated 

lyrics a fitting option for singable song-lyric translations (Low 2005; Franzon 2008). 

This means that loyalty to the author comes second and thus semantic closeness may 

be exchanged in favour for fulfilling the function of the target text (Low 2005). Due 

to the constraints from the non-semantic variables, most singable song translations do 

not have as high a semantic transfer as literary translations (Low 2013). This loss of 

semantic transfer and the various strategies translators use for song translations makes 

this an interesting field for study. 

While music is an integral part of our everyday lives and many well-known songs 

have undergone translation of some kind, song translation remains a scarcely 

discussed subject and when it is studied it mostly concerns musical and opera 

translation. The translation of popular music, although a common phenomenon is 

rarely discussed. This study, however, will focus on translations of popular music, 

mainly due to the consensus that popular music often is translated for profit and often 

at the cost of semantic closeness. The songs chosen for analysis belong to the genre 

“Tanz- Metal” i.e. dance metal, and are performed, both in their original and the 

English version, by the German band Oomph!.   
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For this study an array of German songs and their translations into English will be 

analysed using the approximation approach (Franzon 2009) to further the 

understanding of song translation and the production of singable song translations.   

These songs belonging to a popular music genre were chosen due to previous song 

translation studies often discussing translations for or of opera or musicals while 

popular music remains rarely discussed.  This study will therefore focus on popular 

music due to the lack of such research and to hopefully prove that popular music is 

worth discussing in the context of song translation.  

1.1 Aim and Research Questions 
Eight songs and their translations (German into English) will be analysed and 

compared, with the purpose of contributing to a better understanding of song 

translation and the different strategies used by translators. This study will attempt to 

combine the quantitative approach to categorising TT units as paraphrases, 

metaphrases and additions presented by Franzon (2009) and the more intuitive 

approach of identifying song translation products as translations, adaptations and 

replacement texts presented by Low (2013). Research questions which will be 

discussed are the following: 

• To what degree does the TT derive directly from the ST?  

o The metaphrases, paraphrases and additions used in a TT will be 

counted and their percentages relative to each other will be calculated 

using Franzon’s approximation approach.  

• How can the categories metaphrase, paraphrase and addition and their 

percentages in relation to one another be used as a tool to determine if a TT 

can be categorised as an adaptation, a translation or a replacement text? 

2 Theoretical Background 

This section discusses previous research conducted in the field of song 

translation. The first sub-section (2.1) discusses some noteworthy concepts 

from previous song translation studies including the Skopos theory and its 
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significance for song translation and a brief overview of the difficulties of song 

translation. Section 2.2. discusses the categorisation of song translation 

products as presented by Peter Low (2013). Section 2.3. will discuss the 

approximation approach presented by Johan Franzon (2009) and how it will 

be used for this study. The following section (2.4). will explain the criteria 

used in the analysis and how Low’s categories and Franzon’s approximation 

approach will be combined in this study. 

2.1 General Theories of song translation 

Researchers concerned with song translation often turn to functionalist approaches of 

translation to address the multiple constraints that the music genre puts on the 

translator. They often discuss Skopos theory (Low 2003, 2005, 2008, 2013; Franzon 

2008), which was introduced into translation theory by Hans J. Vermeer in the 1970s 

(Munday 2016). Skopos theory describes translation as a task with a purpose, thus 

there is always a reason why a source text (henceforth ST) is being translated and it 

follows then that the target text (henceforth TT) has a specific purpose which needs 

to be considered while translating. This means that the translator needs to know the 

function of the TT, its skopos, to adequately translate the ST (Low 2005).  

The skopos theory identifies the purpose of a TT as the most important element of a 

translation action i.e. the skopos of a TT determines the result of the translation. Other 

aspects involved in the act of translating may be compromised to fulfil a TT’s 

particular skopos. This means that aspects such as fidelity or coherence with the ST 

may be compromised to meet the skopos of a TT, thus a TT does not necessarily need 

to closely resemble the ST semantically as is the case with literal translations.    

The principle that the TT does not have to resemble the ST if it adheres to the skopos 

of the TT, is the main reason why skopos theory is often mentioned in discussions of 

song translation. Skopos theory allows for the argument that lyrics which have no 

apparent semantic resemblance to the ST are translations, due to them originating 

from the given task to replace the ST with a text in another language which can fit the 

music of the original and can be performed. Without a functionalist approach, as that 

of Vermeer (2000, cited in Low 2005), in which the function of the TT is to be 
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considered first instead of loyalty to the ST, a singable song translation would be close 

to impossible to achieve (Low 2005).  

Song translations can have different skopos than to be singable translations set to the 

original music. The lyrics of a song could also be translated to be read quietly in 

recital programs or for the purpose of study – by music teachers or performers who 

need to know the meaning of a song to perform it more convincingly (Low, 2008). 

When translating lyrics to solely supply the meaning of a song, aspects of the song 

such as rhythm, rhyme and singability do not need to be accounted for and thus set 

no constraints on the translator who then only needs to transfer the sense of the song 

(Low 2008) and can score high on semantic closeness to the ST. It is also possible to 

translate the lyrics of a song using a close translation and instead change the music or 

write a new tune for the TT (Franzon 2008). In those cases, the translator still needs 

to write poetically and in the form of a song, but the original music would not set the 

same restrictions on the translator as it does when translations are made to fit the 

original music. 

The songs chosen for this study were translated from their original German versions 

with the purpose to be performed for and understood by English speaking audiences. 

This makes the skopos of the TTs to be singable English translations of the STs, which 

are set to the same tune as the STs. The need to make the TTs singable to the original 

tune, often results in the TTs being oblique translations – free translations which are 

closer to sense-for-sense translations – instead of close translations – literal 

translations or word-for-word translations –, due to the restrictiveness of the non-

semantic variables (Low 2013). From this point forward, the term skopos when not 

otherwise indicated, will refer to the skopos of the set of lyrics chosen for this analysis 

– to be singable translations of the STs which are sung to the original tune and 

performed for an English-speaking audience. 

Devising singable song translations, however, is a difficult task which has many 

constraints imposed upon it by the ST and the music it is set to. Translators given the 

task of translating the lyrics of a song to be singable and to fit to the original music 

are met with many obstacles (Low 2003). They must adhere to the ST’s rhyming 

scheme, syllable-count and the rhythm of the music and ST, while also making the 
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TT singable, natural sounding – as if the music were written for the lyrics and the 

lyrics sound natural in the target language – and preferably keeping the TT as 

semantically close to the ST as possible (Low 2003). Considering that this study will 

concern itself with the analysis of already existing song translations, it is not 

important to know the exact mechanisms involved in translating song lyrics, but it is 

important to note the difficulty of the task due to the strong constraints put on the 

translators by the music, which subsequently influences the translation outcome. This 

gives rise to briefly discussing the different criteria a translator needs to consider 

when translating a singable song translation. 

According to Low (2003; 2005) translators given the task of translating song lyrics 

have five different criteria to satisfy to make a worthwhile translation. These five 

criteria are 1) Singability; 2) Sense; 3) Naturalness; 4) Rhyme and 5) Rhythm. All 

five criteria are important but to make a singable translation some of them may be 

compromised upon. This means that to satisfy the skopos, the translator may 

compromise on the criteria to make a singable translation. The criterion singability is 

most important as the skopos of the TTs are to be singable translations of the STs 

which fit the original music perfectly. The translator may compromise sense in order 

to make a line or word easier to sing or to fit the music. For example, when the 

semantically closest translation is difficult to perform like the word ‘strict’ which has 

five consonants to one vowel, the translator may opt to use a semantically less close 

translation like ‘tight’ which has two consonants and an easily singable diphthong 

(Low 2005: 193). The same goes for the other categories. While it is desirable to 

translate the lyrics to make all criteria mirror the ST as closely as possible, it is 

important to be flexible on all aspects and compromise on some things to make a 

better singable translation of lyrics. 

2.2 Translation, Adaptation and Replacement 

Most definitions of translation are narrow and are built on the concept of equivalence: 

“the replacement of textual material in one language (SL) by equivalent material 

in another language (TL).” (Catford, 1965:20 cited in Nord, 1997) 



 

6(29) 

 

“Translating consists in reproducing in the receptor language the closest natural 

equivalent of the source-language message. (Nida and Taber, 1969: 12 cited in 

Nord, 1997) 

In song translation however, a deviation from semantic closeness is not optional but 

necessary due to the constraints put on it by the skopos of the translation task (Low 

2013). Without some semantic deviation from the ST song translations would be 

difficult if not impossible to find or make (ibid). Low therefore suggests that this 

should be considered and reflected in the terminology used when discussing song 

translation by using terms which imply the degree to which the TT resembles the ST 

semantically. The products of song translation should thus be divided into three 

different categories: adaptations, translations and replacement texts.  

Replacement texts are new texts which are set to the same music as the original lyrics 

but hold no semantic similarities to the ST. Often these kinds of texts are still called 

song translations due to them at least resembling the rhythm the ST due to the original 

tune, and they are often translated in connection with other songs for musicals, which 

gives the impression that they too are translations. They are however no translations 

and should not be regarded as such. As an example of a replacement text Low gives 

the song ‘Carousel’ used in the revue ‘Jacques Brel is Alive and Well and Living in 

Parisand’ which is set to the same music as the song ‘La Valse à mille Temps’ (2013: 

232-233): 

 

Figure 1. ’Carousel’: replacement text 

Adaptations are song translations which keep the sense of the ST but deviate 

significantly from the source. Low identifies two characteristics of adaptations: 1) 



 

7(29) 

 

they draw on the source – the author is inspired by the ST and takes the sense of it 

into account when translating – and 2) they make greater and more significant 

deviations from the source than a close translation would produce (Low, 2013: 230). 

Low defines adaptations as being:  

“[…] less equivalent to the source text than a translation, since the adaptor has 

made extensive and wilful deviations from the original.” (Low 2013: 231)  

He gives the song ‘Timid Frieda’ which uses the song ‘Les Timides’ as a source, as 

an example of an adaptation due to the TT drawing from the ST and using the oblique 

translation “timid” and borrowing the word “valises” but at the same time ignoring 

many other features of the ST (ibid: 333-334): 

 

Figure 2. ’Timid Frieda’: adaptation 

Translations are song translation products which are comparable to close translations 

and only use omissions or additions when necessitated by the constraints set upon 

them by the skopos. However, unlike true word- for- word translations some 

deviations may be made to accommodate rhyme, rhythm or naturalness and they may 

still include many oblique translations if the sense of the song is preserved. Low’s 

example of a translation is the song ‘Old Folks’ which closely resembles the ST in 

sense (ibid: 234): 
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Figure 3. ’Old Folks’: translation 

Low categorizes the song ‘Carousel’ as a replacement text due to it having no 

semantic transfer from the ST. The song ‘Timid Frieda’ is called an adaptation by 

Low due to its deviation from the ST while still incorporating some of its aspects, 

whereas ‘Old folks’ is called a translation due to “its extensive semantic transfer from 

the ST” (Low 2013: 236). Low does however acknowledge that a clear distinction 

between the categories adaptation and translation is only possible in theory. He 

continues to present the following distinguishing test for differentiating between 

translations and adaptations: 

“a translation is a TT where all significant details of meaning have been 

transferred, whereas an adaptation is a derivative text where significant details 

of meaning have not been transferred which easily could have been.” (Low 2013: 

237) 

While Low admits to the difficulty of distinguishing between translations and 

adaptations, he argues that this difficultness is not enough to claim that the categories 

overlap or are indistinguishable. He states that a translation which is characterized by 

a high degree of semantic transfer, is easily distinguishable from an adaptation which 

makes unforced deviations from the ST in form of omissions, additions and 

modifications (Low 2013). However, Low largely bases the classification of the TTs 

as adaptations, translations and replacement texts on intuition. He argues that the 
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above-mentioned test is objective, and that semantic fidelity can be counted but he 

fails to give a definite approach to analysing song translation products. Low mentions 

that the wording of TT and ST should be compared and that the matter of what 

constitutes “significant details” may be discussed with differing opinions, but he fails 

to acknowledge that translators, researchers or analysts of translation products may 

differ in opinions on what constitutes as semantic fidelity or transfer of meaning.  

2.3 Text approximation 

In his dissertation Johan Franzon (2009) describes a method for the analysis of song 

translation products which he uses to determine if a TT was translated to closely 

resemble the ST and to what degree, or if the lyrics of a song were changed completely 

without regards to the ST. This method gives an approximation number which helps 

determine how much of the translated lyrics are direct translations, oblique 

translations or additions made by the translator. Franzon (2009) bases his method on 

Johan Dryden’s ‘triadic’ (1680/1992, cited in Munday 2016) model which divides 

entire translation products into three categories (Munday 2016: 43):  

Metaphrase: word-for-word and line-for-line 

translation, also called literal translations.  

Paraphrase: sense-for-sense translation  

Imitation: disregards both words and sense  

In his study Franzon (2009) uses the categories metaphrase and paraphrase but 

changes the third category to additions (tillägg), which resembles the category 

imitation in that it includes the act of a translator using their own words which hold 

no semantic resemblance to the ST but it excludes the act of adaptation – changing an 

aspect to fit it for the target culture. Other categories which are mentioned are 

‘uteslutning’ (omissions) and ‘omflyttning’ (displacement). These two categories are 

not as important as the other three are for this study and will therefore only be 

discussed briefly. Omissions are defined as words or phrases from the ST which are 

omitted in the TT, i.e. they are not transferred into the TT by either oblique or direct 

translation. The category ‘omflyttning’ which will be referred to as displacement in 

this study, is defined as the moving of a word or a phrase to a different part of the TT, 
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for example: moving a word from Line 2 in the ST to Line 4 in the TT or the moving 

of words or phrases due to grammatical differences between the source language and 

the target language.  

For his analysis of the translation products Franzon divides both TT and ST into 

smaller units similar to grammatical phrases and categorises each phrase of the TT to 

belong to either one of the three categories: paraphrase, metaphrase or addition. 

Other than some researchers who have used line-for-line analyses of song translation 

products, Franzon uses smaller units to both ensure a more precise analysis of the 

translation products and to be able to disregard displacements of units between lines. 

For example, the ST sentence, from the song ‘Wouldn’t It Be Loverly’ from the 

musical My Fair Lady: “All I want is a room somewhere far away from the cold night 

air with one enormous chair.” and its corresponding TT sentence in Swedish: “Allt 

jag vill är en egen vrå där jag slipper att frusen gå.” are divided into smaller units 

like these (Franzon 2009: 190): 

Table 1. ‘Wouldn’t It Be Loverly’; Paraphrase, Metaphrase and Addition 

ST TT 

All Allt 

I  jag  

want  vill  

is a room är en egen 

somewhere vrå 

far away där jag 

from the cold slipper att …. gå 

night air frusen 

with one enormous   
chair   

The TT is marked to indicate the different categories – metaphrases are in bold, 

paraphrases are underlined, and additions are in italics. Franzon mentions that the 

categories paraphrase, metaphrase and addition have no distinct definitions and that 

true lines between them cannot be drawn (2009: 191). He classifies the words and 

phrases “Allt”, “jag”, “vill” and “där jag“ as metaphrases, the phrases and words 

“vrå”, “slipper att…gå” and “frusen” as paraphrases and the entire phrase “är en 

egen” as an addition. 
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Considering the ambiguity of the three categories, this study will deviate somewhat 

from Franzon’s categorisation such as the definition of metaphrase which for this 

study will be closer to that of Dryden (1680/1992, cited in Munday 2016) in that only 

literal translations and borrowings – in this study meaning words taken from the ST 

and used in the TT without changing or translating them into the target language – 

which directly correspond to a word or phrase from the ST will be acceptable. The 

phrase “där jag” which Franzon labels as a metaphrase would thus not be categorised 

as such due to the ST not including a similar phrase as for example: ‘where I’. While 

“där jag” derived from somewhere it is not a literal translation but an oblique 

translation or more specifically a modulation – the point of view and semantics are 

changed (Munday, 2016) – and thus it should not be labelled a metaphrase but is 

instead a paraphrase.  Furthermore, for this study the category paraphrase will 

include adaptations – to modify aspects from the ST to better fit the target culture. 

Analysing the ST and TT in this manner gives the possibility for quantification. Once 

the TT-units are categorised as either paraphrases, metaphrases or additions, and 

then counted, an approximation number can be acquired by calculating the percentage 

of units each category holds. Franzon does this for the song mentioned above: 

Table 2. ‘Wouldn’t it be Loverly’; Approximation number 

 metaphrase paraphrase addition total 

N 18 12 17 = 47 

% 26 38 36 = 100% 

This kind of analysis indicates to what degree a TT resembles the ST. A high 

metaphrase percentage means a close translation of the ST, whereas a high addition 

percentage indicated that the TT is not a close translation of the ST and that much of 

the TT does not derive from the ST. The combined percentage of metaphrases and 

paraphrases tells us if the translator held the sense of the ST in high regard or not. 

Paraphrases when regarded on their own only tell us if the translator tried to transfer 

the sense of the ST but failed to do so by the means of close translation 

(metaphrasing). The link between the three categories will be discussed further in the 

following section (2.4.). 
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2.4 Approximation number and categorisation  

For this study the two theories presented by Peter Low (2013) and Johan Franzon 

(2009) will be combined. The analysis of translation products presented by Franzon 

and its quantification process should make it possible to categorise the individual 

songs as either adaptations, translations or replacement texts. Franzon briefly 

mentions that it is possible to use his approximation approach to identify TTs as 

adaptations, translations and replacement texts but does not go into finer detail on it, 

whereas Low, only presents a more intuitive approach to identifying translations, 

adaptations and replacement texts. If both theories are to be combined, the link 

between them must be discussed further.  

The most apparent link is between replacement texts and additions. As mentioned 

above, songs with a high percentage of additions show that they are not close 

translations. However, a high percentage of additions alone does not make a 

replacement text. Low defines replacement texts as ”a song lyric created to be used 

with a pre-existing melody, yet manifesting no semantic transfer from the text 

previously sung to that melody” (Low 2013: 231). When taking this definition into 

account, it is obvious that a TT first becomes a replacement text once the percentage 

of additions is close to a hundred percent. A small number of metaphrases and 

paraphrases can be disregarded if those only account for translations of words such 

as pronouns or conjunctions which do not transfer the sense of the ST. Furthermore, 

even additions can potentially carry the sense of the song and often do so. They are 

only additions in that there is no apparent semantic transfer from the ST, but they 

might have been added to make the TT more coherent. Ronnie Apter and Mark 

Herman (2012: 41) explain this from the perspective of the proper etiquettes of 

translation: “any ideas added by the translators must be consistent with the ideas […] 

already present.”. 

As mentioned above the categories adaptation and translation are inherently more 

difficult to distinguish between. However according to Low (2013) a high degree of 

semantic transfer is indicative of a translation and thus, it could be argued that a 

combined high degree of metaphrases and paraphrases – which both could also be 

defined as close translations and oblique translations respectively and thus do transfer 

the meaning of the ST into the TT – indicate that the TT is a translation. The difficulty 
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derives from defining at what point a translation ceases to be a translation and 

becomes an adaptation. It could be argued, when taking Low’s criteria which 

distinguishes an adaptation from a translation into account, that the percentage of 

additions needs to be high if not higher in relation to the combined percentage of 

paraphrases and metaphrases to indicate a TT as an adaptation. This is due to 

adaptations only being loosely inspired by the ST and might thus only transfer some 

chosen aspects of the song which do not necessarily transfer the sense of the ST. This 

means that adaptations should contain a high percentage of additions while also 

containing some metaphrases or paraphrases which are used to transfer some aspects 

of the ST without including transfer of important concepts from the ST.  

Franzon (2009) discusses the approximation number and its significance to the kind 

of translation that a TT is but he also mentions that the numbers given by him might 

only apply to song translations into Scandinavian languages considering that he 

analysed Swedish, Danish and Norwegian translations from English. He mentions in 

his analysis of the songs from the musical ‘My fair Lady’, that the combined 

percentages of metaphrases and paraphrases differed between 87% and 42% and then 

acknowledges that this could mean that any song with a lower percentage than 42% 

could be indicative of the border between “översättningar” i.e. translations and 

“bearbetningar/nytextning” i.e. adaptations/replacement texts (2009: 199). This 

means that Franzon considered all songs from ‘My fair Lady’ to be translations and 

he concludes that a TT with a lower combined percentage of paraphrases and 

metaphrases than 42% could therefore possibly be called adaptations or replacement 

texts (ibid 2009). Franzon however does not continue discussing this matter of finding 

a quantitative division between translations and adaptations/replacement texts any 

further.  

3 Material and Method 

3.1 Material 

For this study eight songs of the band Oomph! and their translated English versions 

were chosen to be analysed. The ST- material contains 2222 words and the TT-

material contains 2519 words. The songs analysed in this study are part of a small 
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collections of songs by the band Oomph! which were translated into and performed 

in English. The eight original German versions are some of the bands most popular 

songs and where therefore chosen for this study. All lyrics, both the original German 

lyrics and the English versions, were acquired from the website genius.com – with 

the exception of the German lyrics of the song ‘Labyrinth’, which were acquired from 

the website oomph.de. The acquired lyrics were compared to recordings of the songs 

to make sure that the lyrics were transcribed correctly. If the transcribed lyrics of a 

song showed inconsistencies with the recording of the song, they were corrected to 

match the recording. Only in a few instances were corrections needed. Errors found 

in the transcribed lyrics were for example missed lines or words, or minor 

misspellings. The original German songs were written by the band’s vocalist Dero 

Goi, together with the other two band members Robert Flux and Andreas Crap. As 

for the English versions of the songs, an array of different translators were involved 

in the translation process. However, Dero Goi, was for all translations listed as author 

and thus must have had some say in the makings of the English versions. For all but 

one – ‘Sandman’ – of the English versions, Jeff Collier was listed as co-writer 

(Discogs 2019). For the song ‘Sandman’, Chris Buseck, Chris Wolff, Heino Gaze, 

and the three band members were listed as authors. However, no information was 

found regarding details on who the main translators or authors are of the English 

versions and to what extent the listed authors were involved in the translation process.  

What follows is a list of the songs chosen for this study: 

‘Sandmann’ (original) and ‘Sandman’ (English version)  

‘Augen auf!’ (original) and ‘Ready or Not (I’m Coming)’ (English version)  

‘Träumst du’ (original) and ‘Dream Here (With Me)’ (English version)  

‘Labyrinth’ (original) and ‘Labyrinth’ (English version)  

‘Wach auf!’ (original) and ‘Wake up!’ (English version) 

‘Auf Kurs!’ (original) and ‘On Course!’ (English version) 

‘Das letzte Streichholz’ (original) and ‘The final match’ (English version) 

‘Gott ist ein Popstar’ (original) and ‘God is a popstar’ (English version) 
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3.2 Method 

For the categorisation of the TTs, the lyrics of both ST and TT, were divided into 

smaller units such as verb-, noun-, prepositional phrases etc. or grammaticalized 

phrases such as “wouldn’t it be” or “lots of” (Franzon, 2009). Each phrase of the TT 

was then categorised as a metaphrase, paraphrase or addition using the criteria 

described in the background (in Section 2.2.). The following table (Table 3) shows a 

brief example of how the lyrics were divided into phrases and their categorisation, 

while a more detailed description of the analysis is given in Section 5.1.: 

Table 3. Part of first verse of ‘Träumst du’ and ‘Dream here (with me)’ (metaphrases are in bold, 

paraphrases are underlined, and additions and omissions are in italics.) 

 

After the division into units and categorisation thereof, the total number of the units 

and the number for each category was counted. Then the percentage that each 

category makes up of the TTs was calculated.  

Die große Freiheit

[the big Freedom]

ist

[is]

das Tor

[the gateway]

zu deiner Seligkeit

[to your blessedness]

Der freie Wille

[the free will]

wird

[becomes]

dir

[you]

schnell

[quick]

zum eigenen Strick

[to own rope]

Ich  

[I]

weiss

[know]

dass

[that]

du 

[you]

den Lärm des Lebens

[the noise of life]

nicht ertragen kannst

[not bear can]

62

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

True liberation

you

that  

know

I

a resposibility

also

is

Free will

to your peace of mind

the gateway

is

para

m

add
so easily

65

64
the noise of life

63
can't stand

m

para

m

m

para

m

para

add

para

m

m

m
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The approximation approach which will be used for this study is a good tool for 

quantification. However, the categories used in it, i.e. paraphrase, metaphrase and 

additions, are as mentioned in Section 2.4 open for interpretation. This means that 

while the categories were clearly defined, some differences in opinion might occur 

when it comes to the classification of the individual units. Some might argue that a 

certain unit could be classified differently, not unlike the argument made in Section 

2.3, where it was argued that the phrase “där jag” which was classified as a 

metaphrase should rather be defined as a paraphrase of “somewhere”. This may lead 

to some variation in the approximation numbers calculated, if this study were to be 

replicated. However, this method is despite this drawback considered the best option 

for this study, due to it using three categories that differentiate between direct 

translations, oblige translations and additions which can be used for identifying to 

what degree a TT derived from a ST.   

4 Results and Analysis 

This section will present the results and detailed examples of how the lyrics were 

analysed using Franzon’s approximation approach and a discussion about Low’s 

categories. The following section (4.1.) gives detailed examples of how the TT- units 

where categorised as paraphrases, metaphrases and additions. Section 4.2 briefly 

presents all songs and their main messages. Section 4.3. is an overview of all songs 

analysed and discusses the percentages of metaphrases, paraphrases and additions 

that were calculated and the possible applicability of the approximation number in 

connection with Low’s categories adaptation, translation and replacement text. 

4.1 Examples of analysis of the TT units 

In Table 4 below the first verse of the song ‘Sandmann’ is presented. The translator 

of the song chose to change “Deutschland” (Line 2 of the ST) into “Europe” (Line 1 

of the TT). This adaptation is proof of the translator’s understanding of the skopos of 

the TT and shows willingness to deviate from the original sense of the ST, to include 

the new audience and give them a better suited frame of reference. The TT, or the 

performer on stage, now addresses all of Europe and not only Germany, thus adhering 

to the skopos which was to make a translation fit to be performed for an English-
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speaking audience. As mentioned in the background (Section 2.3.) the oblique 

translation strategy adaptation is for the purpose of this study classified as 

paraphrasing and thus Line 1 of the TT is a paraphrase. 

Table 4. First verse of Sandman (metaphrases are in bold, paraphrases are underlined, and additions 

are left unmarked) 

 

Line 8 of the ST does not correspond to Line 8 of the TT (Table 4), but instead the 

sense of it is, together with the ST Line 7, mirrored in Line 7 of the TT. When 

translated, Line 8 of the ST says: “When they go to sleep”, while the TT says: 

“Prisoners of pain”. Line 8 of the TT corresponds with Line 7 of the TT, in that it 

names the children as being prisoners of their own pain, but no similar expression of 

meaning can be found in the ST and the TT Line 8 is therefore an addition. 

The TT Lines 2 and 6 – corresponding with Line 1 and 5 (ST) respectively (Table 4) 

– are only in the vaguest of senses oblique translations. They carry some of the sense 

in the context of the TT but semantically they do not resemble the ST at all which is 

why they were classified as additions. 

Armes (armes)

[poor (poor)]

Deutschland (Deutschland)

[Germany (Germany)]

Kannst du deine Kinder sehen?

[can you your children see]

Wie sie vor dem Abgrund Schlange stehn

[how they infront the abyss line stand]

Krankes (krankes)

[sick (sick)]

Deutschland (Deutschland)

[Germany (Germany)]

Kannst du ihre Angst verstehen

[can you their fear understand]

Wenn sie schlafen gehen?

[when they sleep go]

Scared to go to sleep they stay up

Prisoners of pain

3

2

1
Europe (Europe)

Wake up! (Wake up!)

Can't you see your children lined up?

8

7

6

5

4
On the edge of the abyss they wait

Europe (Europe)

Fucked up! (Fucked up!)
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Table 5. Chorus of ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ (metaphrases are in bold, paraphrases are 

underlined, and additions are left unmarked) 

 

The song ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ (Table 5) is a play on the children’s game 

‘Hide and Seek’, which is most apparent in the chorus of the song for both the ST and 

the TT. The phrase “ready or not” derives from the children’s game. The German 

version of both the game and the song do not use a comparable phrase to “ready or 

not”. In the traditional German version of the game the phrases “Eckstein, Eckstein, 

jeder muss versteckt sein” [everyone must be hidden] and “1-2-3-4 ich komme” [I’m 

coming] are used and are mirrored in the chorus of the song. Not unlike the phrase 

"ready or not, here I come!" which is used in the English version of the game and is 

also mirrored in the TT. However, while analysing, it was decided that the phrase 

“ready or not” used in the TT is not a paraphrase due to it not being a semantically 

close translation and only relating to the ST in that it too is a phrase used in the game 

‘Hide and Seek’. The phrase “ready or not”  was instead classified as an addition 

because of the afore- mentioned reason and that the ST phrase “Augen auf” which it 

corresponds to, is not an actual phrase used in the children’s game and thus the phrase 

“ready or not” is not an adaptation translated to correspond to an equal phrase from 

the source culture, but an addition which only in the context of the TT upholds the 

ST’s sense.  

Eckstein, Eckstein, alles muss versteckt sein

[corner-stone, corner-stone, all must hidden be]

Eckstein, Eckstein, alles muss versteckt sein

[corner-stone, corner-stone, all must hidden be]

Eins, zwei, drei, vier

[one, two, three, four]

Fünf, sechs, sieben, acht, neun, zehn!

[five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten]

Augen auf, ich komme!

[eyes open, I come]

Augen auf, ich komme!

[eyes open, I come]

Augen auf, ich komme!

[eyes open, I come]

Aufgepasst, ich komme!

[watch-out, I come]

Zeig dich nicht!

[show you not]

fünf sechs sieben acht neun zehn!

Eins, zwei, drei, vier, 

Eckstein, Eckstein, if you peek then you'll die

Eckstein, Eckstein, welcome to my playtime

Hide your soul

Pray to your god, I'm coming

Ready or not, I'm coming

Ready or not, I'm coming

Ready or not, I'm coming
15

16

17

18

19

11

12

13

14
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The song ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ also borrows the term “Eckstein” and the 

counting – eins, zwei, drei, etc. – from the ST. Borrowings are classified as 

metaphrases due to them being considered literal translations in most translation 

studies (Munday, 2016). 

Table 6. Second verse of ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ (metaphrases are in bold, paraphrases are 

underlined, and additions are left unmarked) 

 

In the second verse of the song ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ (Table 6) both Lines 20 

and 21 of the ST are omitted and only the concept of something that is missing is 

transferred into the TT. This verse is poor on metaphrases and while the TT transfers 

some of the sense of the ST, the use of semantically close translations is low for this 

song. 

Table 7. First verse of ‘God is a popstar’ (metaphrases are in bold, paraphrases are underlined, and 

additions are left unmarked) 

 

The first verse of the song ‘God is a popstar’ (Table 7) is part of the Lord’s prayer. 

Due to the Lord’s prayer being a poetic piece which is in most Bible translations 

Ständig ruf' ich deinen Namen

[constantly call I your name]

Ständig such' ich dein Gesicht

[constantly search I your face]

Wenn ich dich dann endlich habe

[When I you then at-last have]

Spiel'n wir Wahrheit oder Pflicht

[play we truth or duty]

20

21

22

23
That's when we'll play truth or dare

Once I'll have you in my clutches

Always dreaming of your hair

Always longing for your touches

Vater unser im Himmel

[father our in heaven]

Geheiligt werde dein Name

[hallowed will your name]

Dein Reich komme

[your kingdom come]

Dein Wille geschehe

[your will be-done]

Wie im Himmel so auch auf Erden

[as in heaven so too on earth]

Und vergib uns unsere Schuld

[and forgive us our guilt]

Und führe uns nicht in Versuchung

[and lead us not into temptation]

Sondern erlöse uns von all dem Bösen

 [but deliver us from all that evil]

And lead us not into temptation

But deliver us from all that's evil

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Our Father in heaven

Hallowed be thy name

Thy kingdom come

Thy will be done 

on Earth as it is in Heaven

And forgive us for all our sins
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translated to identical rhythms, the translator of this song could – and did – use the 

English version of the Lord’s prayer for the TT and needed only to make some 

changes, such as changing the original “trespasses” into “sins” or adding “that’s” in 

Line 8 which is not used in the Lord’s prayer. Due to this, most phrases and words of 

the first verse were classified as metaphrases. 

Table 8. Second verse of ‘God is a popstar’ (metaphrases are in bold, paraphrases are underlined, and 

additions are left unmarked) 

 

In the second verse of the song ‘God is a Popstar’ (Table 8) Line 22 of the TT was 

not changed from the first verse of the song, despite the translation of the phrase “die 

Lüge” being possible if metaphrased as “the lie” or paraphrased as “thy lie”. Instead 

the phrase “thy name” (Line 22 of the TT) is used which is an addition when compared 

to the ST.  

The phrase “Our father”, Line 2 of the TT (Table 8), is classified as a paraphrase due 

to it changing the word order of the ST phrase “Vater unser”. The word order used in 

the ST is however only due to the Lord’s prayer which this verse is built on and thus 

the derivation from the ST in the TT makes sense considering that this is the way the 

Lord’s prayer is recited in English and that the translator, by using the more common 

phrase “our father”,  adheres to the criteria naturalness.  

Vater unser im Himmel

[father our in heaven]

Geheiligt werde die Lüge

[hollowed will the lie]

Mein Fleisch verkomme

[my flesh goes-bad]

Mein Wille geschehe

[my will be done]

Und den Himmel gib uns auf Erden

[and the heaven give us on earth]

Und vergib uns unsere Gier

[and forgive us our greed]

Drum führe uns jetzt in Versuchung

[therefor lead us into temptation]

Und dann erlöse uns von all dem Bösen

[and then deliver us from all that evil]
28

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

So just give us Heaven on Earth now

And forgive us for all our desires

Now lead us into temptation

And deliver us from all that's evil

My will be done

Our father in heaven

Hallowed be thy name

My flesh for someone
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Table 9. Chorus of ’The final match’ (metaphrases are in bold, paraphrases are underlined, and 

additions are left unmarked) 

 

The song ‘The final match’ has, with 51%, the highest percentage of paraphrases of 

all TTs. Line 9 (Table 9) is entirely made out of paraphrases, except for the word “I”. 

While no words directly correspond with each other in Line 9 except for the ST word 

“ich” and the TT word “I”, both lines still present the same message: For the subject 

of the song (the first-person narrator of the chorus) not to have to see her parents any 

longer and to be free of them. The TT however does not express this message in the 

same way the ST does. The ST implies that the narrator never wants to see them again, 

while the TT implies that the narrator wants them to disappear. Many parts of the 

song are similar to Line 9 in that the TT expresses the same or a similar message as 

the ST by simply wording it differently. This can be seen in Line 15 as well, where 

the point of view simply is changed from “expression” to “in my eyes”.  

All remaining songs and their smaller units were analysed in accordance with the 

above given examples. 

4.2 The Songs and their messages 

All TTs analysed in this study, kept the sense of the STs. The most significant details 

which are essential for the underlying message of the STs were transferred into the 

TTs. It is important to note that Oomph! is known for ambiguous and controversial 

song lyrics and that most of their songs can be interpreted many different ways. 
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The main theme of the song ‘Augen Auf!’ is that of searching for something that is 

hidden and of wanting to find what is hidden from one, whether the truth or a person 

or both. This is transferred into the TT.  

The song ‘Sandmann’ is about the hypocrisy of Germany and its government calling 

itself prosperous while there are children living in Germany, who are starving. This 

is transferred into the TT, although the reference point Germany is changed to Europe, 

which could be argued to have been done to include a wider audience. 

‘Träumst du’ is usually sung as a duet and tells the story of a couple deciding to 

commit suicide together. This is not spoken outright in the lyrics but simply implied. 

This theme of suicide is transferred into the TT but just as with the ST, it is not 

immediately obvious. 

The song ‘Wach Auf’ is about life and living and implies that people are cogs in a 

machine, or pawns in a game, who must function without question and that there is 

no escape from this game. This theme is transferred into the TT. 

The theme of the song ‘Auf Kurs’ is of love and trying to find your way to the person 

you love or into their hearts and doing anything to win their love even losing oneself. 

This is transferred into the TT.  

‘Das letzte Strichholz’ tells the story of a girl who was abused by her father while her 

mother did nothing to help. It is about feeling hatred for the people who hurt you and 

its message is to be careful of what you do and who you hurt because everything has 

consequences. The English version ‘The final match’ does tell the same story and 

does not change the message of the song.  

The song ‘Labyrinth’ is about exploiting someone for your own good and losing 

yourself and being unable to find your old self again. The English version upholds 

this theme. 

 ‘Gott ist ein Popstar’ is about religion and how it promises love and absolution but 

at the same time spreads hatred. It is about religion and God being a lie made up to 

make people happy while it mainly only makes them miserable. The theme of God 

being a lie is transferred into and upheld by the TT.  
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4.3 All Songs and their Percentages of Metaphrases, Paraphrases and 

Additions 

As mentioned in Sections 2.3. and 2.4. the combined percentage of paraphrases and 

metaphrases indicates that the translator held the ST and its sense in high regard and 

tried to translate as closely as possible to the ST, given the constraints put on them by 

the different criteria which song translation brings. The TTs analysed for this study 

have a high percentage of metaphrases and paraphrases combined, which means that 

the translator attempted to make the TT resemble the ST as closely as possible. For 

all TTs, except one, additions were the most uncommon strategy employed by the 

translator. This infrequent use of additions means that none of the TTs are 

replacement texts. All TTs were translated with the sense of the ST in mind and can 

therefore not be called replacement texts. 

Table 10: Percentages of Metaphrase, Paraphrase and Additions 

% metaphrase paraphrase addition (para- and 

metaphrase) 

Ready or 

Not  
34 30 36 (64) 

Sandman 32 40 28 (72) 

Dream here 36 41 23 (77) 

Wake up 40 38 22 (78) 

On Course 50 38 12 (88) 

The final 

match 
38 51 11 (89) 

Labyrinth 67 24 9 (91) 

God is a 

popstar 66 29 5 (95) 

 

The song ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ has the highest percentage of additions with 

36%. However, the song is to more than 60% made up of metaphrases and 
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paraphrases and can therefore, as mentioned above, not be called a replacement text. 

It can, however, be discussed whether the song is a translation or an adaptation. 

When considering Low’s distinguishing test (Section 2.2.), this song does not omit 

any significant details unless the constraints demand it. In fact, the overall theme of 

the song of searching for someone is throughout the TT upheld and can thus be called 

a translation as defined by Low. If we consider that Franzon alluded to all TT with a 

combined percentage of paraphrases and metaphrases lower than 42% to possibly be 

adaptations or replacement texts, then the song ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ could 

not be an adaptation but is instead a translation. While applying Franzon’s argument 

it is, however, important to keep in mind that his approximation numbers derived 

from song translations into Scandinavian languages and might thus not apply to song 

translations into English but considering that the percentage of metaphrases and 

paraphrases is higher than 60%, meaning that 60% of the song derives directly from 

the ST, and that all significant details of the ST are upheld in the TT, it is safe to argue 

that the TT indeed is a translation. 

The song ‘Sandman’ has the second highest percentage of additions with 28% but has 

thus a combined percentage of metaphrases and paraphrases of 72%, which indicates 

a high semantic transfer. The TT keeps the sense of the ST and upholds its most 

significant detail of children left to starve in a rich country. This makes the TT in 

accordance to Low’s criteria a translation due to most significant details being 

transferred into the TT.  

The song ‘God is a popstar’ has the lowest percentage of additions with only 5%. 

This then automatically means that this song has the highest percentage of 

paraphrases and metaphrases of all songs. ‘God is a popstar’ can therefore be called 

a translation. Not only was the sense of the song sustained but the song also contains 

66% metaphrases, which is the second highest percentage of metaphrases of all songs 

analysed. This is of course largely due to the use of the Lord’s prayer as a template, 

but the chorus of the song was translated by largely using metaphrases and in addition 

to those paraphrases when a metaphrase could not be used. Due to the song being an 

overall close translation of the ST, the TT was classified as a translation. 
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If Franzon’s hypothesis of the line between translations and adaptations lying at a 

percentage lower than 42% is to be considered correct, none of the songs analysed in 

this study are in fact adaptations or replacement texts. This means that all English 

versions of the German songs are translations. However, considering that this number 

derived from an analysis of song translations from English into Danish, Swedish and 

Norwegian, it could be argued that this might not be true for song translations from 

German into English. In fact, it can be argued that the division line between 

adaptations and translations may differ from language to language and even might 

depend on the music genre of the songs. However, it cannot be ignored that even the 

song with the highest percentage of additions is a translation and that this means that 

songs with a lower addition percentage are far less likely to be adaptations. Therefore, 

the division line between translations and adaptations for popular songs, may be at a 

lower combined percentage of paraphrases and metaphrases than 64%. Further 

studies would be needed to identify the division line more closely. 

All remaining songs are categorised as translations both due to their high percentage 

of paraphrases and metaphrases but also because the TTs do transfer the most 

important aspects of the STs and keep their sense.  

The song ‘The final match’ is noteworthy in that it contains the highest percentage of 

paraphrases of all songs with 51%, while the song with the second highest 

paraphrase percentage is ‘Dream here (with me)’ with 41%. A high percentage of 

paraphrases indicates that the translator tried to transfer as much of the ST’s sense 

but couldn’t use metaphrases, close translations, due to the constraints of the task.  

Furthermore, all songs already indicate a high amount of semantic transfer in the 

choice of title for the English versions of the songs. All songs except for ‘Ready or 

Not (I’m coming)’ and ‘Dream here (with me)’ are close translations of the original 

song titles. This alone indicates that the sense of the STs are respected and transferred 

into the TTs. However, even ‘Ready or Not (I’m coming)’ and ‘Dream here (with 

me)’ indicate a respect to the ST by transferring the sense of the game “hide and seek” 

and the theme of dreaming, respectively, which are both the most important aspects 

of both original songs.  
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5 Conclusion 

In this study eight songs by the German band Oomph! and their translations into 

English were analysed using the approximation approach presented by Johan Franzon 

(2009) to determine to what degree the TTs resemble the STs i.e. how much of the 

TT are oblique or direct translations of the ST. The calculated approximation numbers 

were then discussed regarding their usefulness for identifying TTs as translations, 

adaptations, or replacement text as presented by Peter Low (2013).  

Overall, all translated lyrics analysed for this study show that the translator respected 

and stayed loyal to the ST. All TTs are made up of at least 60% metaphrases and 

paraphrases combined. This means that for each TT at least 60% of the lyrics are 

direct or oblique translations i.e. they derived directly from the ST. All TTs include 

both omissions and additions, which is to be expected given the constraints put on the 

translator by the original tune and ST. The percentages of additions ranged from 36% 

to 5%. Due to these relatively low percentages of additions, all TTs were classified 

as translations. 

This study found that the approximation approach can be used in combination with 

Low’s song translation categories. A percentage of additions that is close to a hundred 

with solely coincidental metaphrases or paraphrases which do not transfer the sense 

of the ST, is indicative of a replacement text. An adaptation will have a high 

percentage of additions but will include some instances of metaphrases or 

paraphrases which are inspired by the ST. The category adaptation still remains 

elusive due to this study not finding it adequate to call any of the chosen songs for the 

analysis adaptations, thus further research into the matter will be needed. Translation 

was characterised by a percentage of additions lower than 40% and that all significant 

details of the ST were transferred into the TT. 

This study acknowledges that the division between translations and adaptations will 

need more research. Future research on song translation products which have a lower 

percentage of paraphrases and metaphrases than those chosen for this study, might 

indicate around what percentile the line between translations and adaptations lies.  
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The approximation approach has proven rather interesting as a tool for comparison of 

different TTs. This could be used to compare different popular song translations to 

prove or disprove the assumption that popular song translation often has a lower 

degree of semantic transfer than other song translation genres like opera or musicals. 
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